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Learn how SAEC steps down the voltage
of the electricity so it can be used in
residential homes.
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Meet the new
boss. Dewayne
McGhee settles in
as construction
foreman after a
year on the job.
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A new season
David Bailey, General Manager
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April is a time when we see change almost
everywhere. With so much farming in our
area, the sowing of new crops is always an
important event. I’ve always enjoyed participating in that by planting my own garden,
even if my wife and I have had to scale back
our botanical ambitions over the years.
This is also the time of year when teachers
and students can see the end of their school
term, and when they can start making plans
for the summer. And, of course, everyone can
shed their winter coats to enjoy a short-lived
Southern spring.
The warm weather will be more welcome
this year than most, as we have all just come
through a particularly chilling early winter.
For many of our members, cold weather has
meant surprisingly high energy bills. That’s
why at South Alabama Electric Cooperative,
we want to encourage our members to conserve energy at all times.
But I also know firsthand that conservation can be easier said than done. In my own
home, I have tried to tell my girls that keeping the electric bill consistent means turning
the thermostat down, not up, when it gets cold
outside. They don’t always find that argument
especially convincing.
Of course, not all of the season’s changes
are welcome. This time of year often means
the arrival of inclement weather, so I want to
remind all of our members how important it
is to have a plan. Make sure everyone in your
family knows where to go and what to do in
the event of a tornado warning.
In the coming months, SAEC will face its
own set of challenges — albeit very positive ones. Two months ago we shared a story
with you about Angela Dykes, a cooperative
employee retiring after 35 years. In the coming
year, several more may join her.

As a result, we want to create opportunities
for longtime employees to shine, like Dewayne
McGhee, whose promotion you can read
about in this issue. It also means welcoming
new faces into our SAEC family and teaching
them the cooperative way.
In addition, our area has experienced a
great deal of economic growth. We’ve seen
an economy that struggled in recent years
pick up steam, and we have watched as local
businesses benefited. With its $105 million
expansion, Wayne Farms has become the
largest employer in Coffee County. The recent
announcements of a Conecuh Ridge Distillery
and Kimber Manufacturing gun production
facility in Troy only give our area more to look
forward to.
I’m also pleased to welcome our new industrial member Rex Lumber. They announced
plans to build a state-of-the-art lumber manufacturing facility in Pike County just last
month. The sawmill is a $110 million investment in the local economy and is expected to
create more than 110 high-quality jobs.
We’re proud to be an economic partner in
Coffee, Crenshaw and Pike counties where we
serve. None of that growth would be possible
without a robust and reliable electric system,
but the work that goes into building and maintaining that system doesn’t often get the spotlight.
That’s why we’re proud to present the second part of our feature series on the journey of
electric power in this month’s issue. It picks up
after power has been generated and transmitted to take a look at what goes into distributing it to our members.
I’m proud to be part of a cooperative that
does so much for the growth of our community, and I am excited to see what the new season holds. 
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Trap cool air inside
Raymond Trotter
District 3
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When temperatures dip at night,
consider shutting off your cooling
system and opening the windows.
After the sun rises, close the
windows, as well as the curtains
or blinds, to trap cooler air inside.
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When the job of construction foreman came
open more than a year ago, Dewayne McGhee
was the obvious choice. McGhee has been a
South Alabama Electric Cooperative employee
for nearly 30 years, and few other linemen were
as equipped to lead their own crew.
“When Dewayne was promoted, I told him
that this is an extremely important position,”
says SAEC General Manager David Bailey. “Not
only is a construction foreman responsible for
building quality electric lines for our members,
but he also teaches his crew what it means to
serve the cooperative.”
McGhee’s career could serve as an example
for any young lineman. He joined the cooperative in May 1990 as groundman, digging holes
and lifting poles before moving on to a service
team. He then spent several years on different
crews learning how different parts of the electric system worked until joining the construction team.
McGhee started out as a groundman, learning the ropes from those around him. Eventually, he worked his way up to A-Class lineman
in 2000. A-Class linemen not only have the
skills to work out of and operate a bucket truck,
but they’re also responsible for managing their
crew when the foreman is out.
Years later, that experience helped McGhee
transition smoothly into the role of foreman.
“His calm demeanor going about his job and
managing folks was already evident prior to
becoming the construction foreman,” says Ronald Wade, SAEC’s manager of engineering and
operations. “But he also had the experience of
Alabama Living

running the crew on occasion.”
Being able to tackle different challenges on a
daily basis is one of the aspects of his job that
McGhee loves most. He’s also motivated knowing that the effort he puts in at the cooperative
won’t go unnoticed.
“When I arrived here, I knew I had the
potential to move my way up if I worked hard,”
he says. “Once I started, I knew I wasn’t going to
stop until I made it to the top. It’s great knowing
that all of my hard work has paid off.”
A little over a year into the job, McGhee has
found that being the foreman full time comes
with new responsibilities. He needs to manage
his crew’s work, but he must always ensure they
are working safely and with the proper personal
protective equipment. He also coordinates with
the construction superintendent on big projects
requiring more than a single crew.
“He’s stepped right in and is doing a good
job of managing his crew,” says Wade. “He’s
very knowledgeable and a very sharp individual
when it comes to our distribution system.”
As busy as he is, McGhee still can’t seem to
get enough of his job. In fact, he has often volunteered to assist other utilities, both in state
and out of state, in recovering from major
storms. He even spends many of his off hours
doing electrical work on the side, such as wiring
houses or businesses and installing water heaters.
“When he’s off, he’s still doing electrical
work,” says Wade. “He works even when he’s not
at work.” 

BY MAIL
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Troy, AL 36081
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For questions concerning Billing, contact:
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For questions concerning Construction,
contact: construction@southaec.com
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Power trip

How SAEC delivers electricity to members
This story is Part 2 of a threepart series tracking the journey
of electricity from generation to
distribution and outage restoration. To read Part 1, see the
March issue of Alabama Living,
or visit www.southaec.com.
For all the effort that goes
into generating electricity,
getting it to a local system
like South Alabama Electric
Cooperative’s is only half the
battle. When it comes to local
utilities, the hard work begins
at the substation, where high
voltage electricity is made
usable for their members.

Step down

After electricity has been
generated and transmitted
over long distances, it first
6 APRIL 2018

arrives on SAEC’s system at
one of several substations.
You’ve probably seen one of
these substations before and
wondered why so much equipment is needed just to move
electricity from one set of
power lines to another.
Electricity transmitted over
long distances has to be at a
higher voltage than what is
used in the home. When our
wholesale energy provider,
PowerSouth, transmits electricity, it is at a higher voltage
than SAEC’s distribution system can use — generally 115
kV or 44 kV. The large transformers at a substation convert that electricity down to 25
kV or 12.5 kV, which can be
delivered by SAEC’s system.
The electricity is then able

to travel over the smaller distribution lines that run along
roadsides to specific neighborhoods and coverage areas.
But before electricity can be
delivered to individual homes
and businesses, it has to be
stepped down once again.
Smaller transformers mounted
on power poles take the voltage down to 120 volts or 240
volts, which can be used to
power your lights and electric
appliances.
For larger commercial
members — like department
stores, grocery stores or gas
stations — more transformers
might be necessary. Known
as three-phase service, up to
three transformers can be used
to step the higher distribution
voltage down to a 480-volt or

240-volt level suitable for powering motors and other large
equipment.
Once electricity has made
it to your home, SAEC uses
meters to determine how
much power your household
has used. This technology has
evolved over time, with members originally reading their
own meters and sending those
readings to the cooperative
with their bill payment.
Today, SAEC is installing
new meters that not only send
readings automatically, but
also collect information useful
for helping members understand their energy habits.
The new meters record
readings every 15 minutes,
providing a clear picture of
what times members use
www.alabamaliving.coop

Dylan Mobley, lineman, examines
three transformers, which step down
electricity from a higher voltage for
distribution to a lower voltage that can
be used by homes and businesses.

the most electricity and how
weather affects their usage.
The meters even track the
average voltage level at each
location, helping the cooperative ensure it provides enough
electricity in the future.

Planning for growth

Keeping a distribution system on the scale of SAEC’s
running reliably calls for more
than just fixing problems
when they arise.
The first step is a four-year
construction work plan. Engineers for the cooperative study
the system at the beginning of
each cycle and project anticipated growth, as well as the
key areas where improvements
will be needed to make that
growth possible. The coopAlabama Living

erative is currently half way
through its four-year cycle.
Improvements
might
include upgrading a section
of line to three-phase service
to support increased load for
a certain area. It could even
be as simple as replacing old
copper conductor lines with
an aluminum conductor to
improve reliability or adding
new lines for new accounts.
Routine maintenance is a
very important part of SAEC’s
commitment to providing
reliable electric service to its
members. Pole inspection is
an examples of this routine
maintenance. SAEC works
through a pole inspection program where a certain portion
of the system's poles are examined and replaced, if needed.

Of course, all plans are met
by surprises, so cooperative
employees are always prepared
to meet unexpected needs.
A new large industrial load,
such as a large poultry house,
not only requires adjustments
to provide for that member
but also measures to maintain
the same quality of service for
other members in the area.

Money in the bank

Paying for system expansions requires just as much
planning as system design.
While SAEC’s construction
teams figure out how to build
new additions, the cooperative’s leadership works to get
those plans approved.
The first step goes through
the board of trustees. Once

the board signs off, the construction work plan has to be
approved by the Rural Utilities
Service, a wing of the USDA’s
Office of Rural Development.
Once cleared by the RUS,
SAEC can then make a decision on how to pay for the
work.
Budgeting for new projects is always a balancing act
between necessary improvements to the system and keeping rates affordable. Since
electric rates are the only
source available to SAEC for
funding maintenance and
paying off loans, the effect of
new expenses on members is
always important in budgeting
decisions.
To keep rates as affordable
as possible, SAEC will often
APRIL 2018 7

utilize RUS’s loans to fund larger projects
such as three-phase distribution lines or
large transformers. The agency reviews
the application and a 10-year financial
forecast, which shows SAEC can repay the
loan and pay for the work outlined in the
four-year construction work plan.
When that loan application has been
approved, the cooperative’s own legal
counsel must review it and shepherd it
through a review by Alabama’s finance
director in Montgomery.
Once state approval is granted, SAEC
can obtain the funds, provided through
The RUS and third-party lenders, to pay
for the four-year construction work plan
approved earlier. The process can take as
many as 18 months, making long-term
planning a key to any new construction.

Safety first

All of SAEC’s construction is done
with the safety of both its members and
employees in mind. All new additions to
the distribution system are built to Rural

Utilities Services specifications and are
designed in accordance with the latest
National Electric Safety Code standards.
When cooperative employees perform
work on the system, they must also meet
OSHA standards, including the use of fire
retardant personal protective equipment
and proper training for working on energized conductors.
SAEC trucks are even built to meet
dielectric specifications that keep employees safe if a vehicle makes contact with an
energized conductor pole. The Department of Transportation also requires any
employee driving a construction vehicle
for work to have a commercial drivers
license.
The cooperative’s dedication to safety
doesn’t end at construction. Every time
a new line is built or requested, SAEC
obtains a 30-foot right of way providing
15 feet of clearance on each side of the
line.
Right-of-way crews clear this space
of tree limbs and any other vegetation,

including chemically treating undergrowth every two years. This work helps
to prevent accidents that could be caused
by people touching trees in contact with a
live power line.
Maintaining right of way is also an
important part of ensuring SAEC’s electric service is reliable. When high winds
and storms come through, a well-maintained right of way lowers the risk of trees
or branches falling on a line and interrupting service. SAEC trims the entire
2,750-mile system every four years.
Not all outages can be prevented, however. When they do occur, SAEC dispatchers often know about them even
before members thanks to the cooperative’s supervisory control and data acquisition system. The SCADA system even
makes it possible for cooperative employees to quickly solve some problems —
without dispatching a crew. 
v Find out how next month when the
final part of our feature series explores how
SAEC restores power after a storm.

Dylan Mobley,
lineman, visits
a substation,
where electricity
first enters the
cooperative
system.

SAEC crews go
through miles
of wire to repair
broken lines
and install
service for new
members.
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Heath Bozeman (on truck), and Dalton St. Cin
operate a digger truck which is used to install new
power poles that extend service in new areas.
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Starting early
Worlds of Work educates
students on careers and safety

have available to them. What we are trying to do is just let them
see what we do and also educate them on the dangers of power
lines.”

The Southeast Alabama Worlds of Work Career Expo began
with humble ambitions three years ago by a few business and
industry leaders hoping to energize the Southeast Alabama economy.
That expo has grown into an event that welcomes thousands
of eighth-grade students from Alabama, Georgia and Florida. As
they gather at the National Peanut Festival grounds, students are
introduced to high-demand and high-paying jobs in the area.
Students get a firsthand look at 10 worlds of work, including
agriculture, automotive technology, aviation, construction, health
care, manufacturing, public service and military, transportation,
utilities and media.
South Alabama Electric Cooperative has participated in the
career expo each year to give students a glimpse into what it’s like
to work as a lineman.

Being safe

Hands on

SAEC brought a safety demonstration trailer, which includes
poles and power lines, to show students how a lineman’s job is
done, as well as the potential dangers of the job. Students, wearing gloves and hard hats, even opened and closed switches.
“What we are trying to do is make this interactive so that they
can see what we have to do,” says SAEC Systems Engineer Mike
Chirico. “We also let them put on the real gloves because it gives
them a taste of what the linemen go through every day.”
Chris Sanders has worked at SAEC for 33 years. He started at
an entry-level position and worked his way to being a construction foreman. He loves his job, and he says it’s important for students to understand the careers open to them.
“A teacher was asking us questions to try and get the kids interested,” he says. “A lot of them don’t know the opportunities they
Alabama Living

Teaching students about the possible careers as a lineman is
important, but teaching them about safety is also a top priority
for SAEC.
“I want to make sure these kids understand what they need to
do and what can happen if they have a car wreck and a pole falls
on their car,” Chirico says. “We actually are going to go to every
school in our service territory and make sure they know the dangers.”
Sanders says it’s surprising how many students and adults don’t
know the dangers associated with downed power lines.
“We try to ask them a lot of questions, and we tell them that if
you see anything that looks like a wire on the ground to not touch
it,” Sanders says. “It can happen during a storm, or it could happen on a beautiful day. Also, some wires may look dead just lying
on the ground, but they aren’t. These are all things that students
need to know, and this is a great way for us to be able to educate
them.” 

At the Southeast Worlds of Work Career Expo, SAEC
lineman Jonathan Isaac gave students a firsthand
look at how he performs his job as a lineman.
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